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Introduction
There has been much speculation and debate on the
effect of the Internet-informed patient on the doctor–
patient relationship.1–5 However, little empirical
research exists to inform this debate. There is, for
example, little information on the extent to which
doctors themselves perceive the impact of the Internet
on the doctor–patient relationship and whether they
require support or training to deal with such
impact.6,7 Much of the literature published in this area
is concerned with issues addressing the quality, bene-
fits and risks of the information on the Internet;8,9
how best to help patients interpret Internet informa-
tion;10 the degree of use of the Internet during con-
sultation by general practitioners (GPs);11,12 and the
need to provide comprehensive education and train-
ing to ensure that effective use is made of network
capabilities.13 In this study, we attempt to ascertain the
impact of the Internet on the doctor–patient rela-
tionship by surveying the opinions of 560 randomly
selected practising GPs in the United Kingdom
(UK). The objectives of this study were to identify
GPs’:
 perception of the impact of the Internet on the
doctor–patient relationship
 attitude to Internet-informed patients and the
effect of Internet consultation on their patients
 extent of Internet usage by GPs
 perception of extent of patients’ usage of the
Internet for medical information
 requirement for further information on effective
Internet usage.
Methods
A questionnaire was sent through the Royal College 
of General Practitioners to 2000 GPs in the UK in
March 2001. Participants were randomly selected
from the database of approximately 16 500 members.
To encourage frank responses, the questionnaires were
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anonymous; this made follow-up of non-respondents
impossible. The data were analysed on SPSS (Statistics
Package for the Social Sciences) version 10 software.
Results
Of the 2000 questionnaires sent out, 16 were returned
unfilled; 560 valid responses were received. The
response rate is close to the expected norm for such
surveys. However, to ensure statistical validity, factor
analysis was applied to the responses. As the responses
were multidimensional, Cronbach’s alpha was used to
calculate each factor. The analysis showed that there
are five main factors determining the responses to the
questionnaire that are highly correlated. The median
age range of respondents was 40 to 49 years.
Impact of the Internet on the
GP–patient relationship
In total, 76.1% (423/553) of respondents indicated
that the Internet has affected the doctor–patient
relationship, and 95.1% (520/542) indicated that it
will affect this relationship within the next five years.
Table 1 reports responses as to how this impact may
be characterised. The majority of respondents feel
that patient use of the Internet leads to a challenge 
to their knowledge (85.7% – 454/530) and empowers
patients in the consultation process (83% – 442/533).
More than half of the respondents (65.1% – 347/533)
think that Internet usage leads to a challenge to their
authority – but that it is also an opportunity to
develop shared care (70.3% – 373/531).
The greatest percentage of answers to the question
of whether the Internet may enhance or damage the
doctor–patient relationship was neither to agree nor
disagree.
Respondents’ attitudes to 
Internet-informed patients 
and the effect on patients of 
consultation of the Internet
The majority of respondents characterised their
feelings when meeting a patient who has gathered
information from the Internet as ‘interested’(78.4% –
427/545),an ‘opportunity to learn’(75.1% – 411/547),
and an ‘opportunity for partnership’(78.5% – 431/549).
A minority of respondents indicated feeling ‘frus-
trated’(15.3% – 82/537) or ‘indifferent’(8.2% – 44/539)
(see Table 2).
The respondents indicated that patient consulta-
tion of information on the Internet may lead to 
well-informed patients (73.9% – 405/547), but may
also lead to an increase in the number of worried-well
patients (86.9% – 478/550), unrealistic expectations
(84.9% – 465/548), and confusion (82.4% – 449/545).
It could also lead to patients being better informed
than their doctors on aspects of their care
(61% – 335/548) (see Table 3).
Perception of Internet usage 
amongst patients
Forty-two percent (42.1%) of the respondents believe
that less than 5% of their patients use the Internet for
medical information.
Table 1 Clinicians’ perceptions of the impact of the Internet on the doctor–patient
relationship (view of clinicians who believe that the Internet has not had an impact 
are not included in this table)
Strongly Agree Neither agree Disagree Strongly
agree or disagree disagree
Enhance the doctor–patient relationship 2.8 34.7 44.9 17.0 0.6
Undermine the doctor–patient relationship 1.3 26.5 36.5 32.3 3.4
Challenge the doctor’s authority 7.3 57.8 17.8 16.5 0.6
Challenge the doctor’s knowledge 12.1 73.6 7.2 6.6 0.6
Empower patients in the consultation process 9.6 73.4 12.2 4.7 0.2
Encourage development of shared care 7.0 63.3 20.9 8.5 0.4
Encourage patient self-care 6.0 47.8 23.6 20.3 2.1
NB Some rounding errors in the original data.
Respondents’ need for 
Internet training 
In total, 77.1% of respondents are not aware of any
guidelines being available to assist them in determin-
ing which Internet sites are appropriate for medical
information.
Figures showed that 46.9% of doctors surveyed
recommend Internet sites to patients for medical pur-
poses. Respondents’ willingness to consider recom-
mending Internet sites to patients was not associated
with their beliefs about a better-informed patient being
a challenge to the doctor’s knowledge or authority.
Discussion
The research results support the view that the Internet
does and will continue to have an impact on the
relationship between the GP and his/her patient.
There is, however, at the present time, uncertainty 
as to whether this impact will enhance or damage the
doctor–patient relationship. This begs the question
as to what, if any, steps may be taken to ensure that
the relationship is enhanced. Part of the answer may
be to ensure that doctors feel secure and competent in
their own Internet skills. Yet, this research indicates
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Table 2 Clinicians’ feelings about meeting a patient who has gathered information using
the Internet
Strongly Agree Neither agree Disagree Strongly
agree or disagree disagree
Frustrated 0.4 14.9 30.5 43.9 10.2
Threatened 1.1 28.5 26.5 34.6 9.3
Pleased 1.7 32.8 51.2 13.4 0.9
Interested 4.8 73.6 17.2 4.0 0.4
Burdened 2.8 34.5 31.5 26.7 4.5
Indifferent 0.7 7.5 39.1 43.2 9.5
It is an opportunity to learn 9.3 65.8 18.1 6.2 0.5
It is an opportunity for partnership 11.7 66.8 16.6 4.7 0.2
Table 3 Clinicians’ beliefs about the impact of patient consultation of information on 
the Internet
Strongly Agree Neither agree Disagree Strongly
agree or disagree disagree
Increase the number of well-informed patients 5.3 68.6 14.4 11.1 0.4
Increase the number of worried-well patients 21.3 65.6 9.1 3.8 0.2
Damage patient–doctor relationships 1.8 27.6 36.5 31.8 2.2
Lead to unrealistic patient expectations 21.9 63.0 9.3 5.7 0.2
Confuse patients 17.4 65.0 11.9 5.3 0.4
Lead to patients being better informed than 4.9 56.1 20.0 17.5 1.3
doctors on aspects of their care
Increase medical litigation 6.8 41.1 36.9 14.6 0.7
Lead to inappropriate demand for health services 0.9 18.4 55.5 16.2 8.9
NB Some rounding errors in the original data.
that this is not the case. GPs do not feel that they are
adequately prepared to deal with Internet-informed
patients who may be empowered in the consultation
process and may challenge their knowledge.There is a
lack of awareness of any guidelines on which Internet
sites are appropriate for medical consultation and a
need for further information on how to improve their
Internet skills for work purposes. Further research is
required on how best to address this situation.
In total, 65.1% (347/533) of respondents indicate
that the Internet-informed patient is a challenge to
the doctor’s authority. Potentially, this has major con-
sequences for the doctor–patient relationship. Trad-
itionally, the doctor’s superior medical knowledge and
the authority to select and sanction the use of resources
in treatment have been central to the dynamic of the
doctor–patient relationship. However, as the balance
in ownership of clinical information changes, the
decision-making role of doctors may come under
increasing scrutiny by patients. For example, patients
will increasingly ‘negotiate’, in the light of their newly
found knowledge to be afforded the treatment of their
choice.14 Thus, the traditional doctor–patient relation-
ship, hitherto resting on an imbalance in clinical
knowledge, giving doctors an authority that has both
technical and social legitimacy, may be altered.Internet-
informed patients may perceive the role of their GP as
little more than a custodian of limited resources.
Conclusion
The Internet does and will have an impact on the
doctor–patient relationship. This impact may yet
prove to be both an opportunity and a threat. Many
GPs do not feel adequately prepared to deal with
Internet-informed patients. Appropriate support is
required to ensure that the doctor–patient relation-
ship is enhanced and not undermined.
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